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The term “rational action” as used in the economic approach is generally equated with
maximizing behavior. Individual human agents are assumed to have consistent and
stable preferences over alternatives each of which is assigned some “utility.”
Maximization entails choosing the course of action that yields the highest expected

utility. One is rational to the extent one uses the best means to achieve one’s goals.

In this course we will learn a variety of social and political models based on such a
notion of individual rationality and to investigate its collective consequences. In
particular, we will find through the “Prisoner’s Dilemma,” the “Tragedy of the
Commons,” and the “Free-Rider Problem” a contrast between rational man and
irrational society. Self-serving behavior of individuals does not usually lead to

collectively satisfactory results.

So this course is about the stories of the Prisoners, the Herdsmen, and the Free-Riders.
As a matter of fact, we will show that the Dilemma, the Tragedy, and the Problem
share essentially the same mathematical structure, and hence they are essentially the

same story - a story about human destiny. We will then explore the ways by which we




might be able to escape such a destiny.
Z ~RKEPIE

In addition to introducing models of rational human behavior, this course also aims at
training students the skills of analyzing and writing about such behavior. This course is
designed to give students experience with writing. In this course, students can expect to
write regularly during the semester, complete substantial writing projects, and receive
feedback from the instructor. Students will also have the opportunity to revise one or

more assignments and to discuss their peers' work.
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(Note: The Following schedule is based on a 6-week, 12-session semester.)
Week 1-1: The Prisoner’s Dilemma, the Tragedy of the Commons & Social Science
Models

Week 1-2: The 2-Person and N-Person Prisoner’s Dilemma

Week 2-1: The Evolution of Cooperation I

Week 2-2: The Evolution of Cooperation II

Week 3-1: Reputational Concerns

Week 3-2: The Problem of Collective Action I

Week 4-1: The Problem of Collective Action II

Week 4-2: Institutional Approaches to the Prisoner’s Dilemma

Week 5-1: Governing the Commons |

Week 5-2: Governing the Commons I

Week 6-1: The Internet as a Virtual Commons

Week 6-2: Student Presentations
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3. Elinor Ostrom (1990), Governing the Commons. The Evolution of Institutions for
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2. “Public Opinion and Evolution” (David F. Prindle and Tse-min Lin). Chapter 4 of David F.
Prindle, The Politics of Evolution. Routledge, 2015.
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3. “Partisanship and Institutional Trust: A Comparative Analysis of Emerging Democracies in
Fast Asia”  (Kai-ping Huang, Feng-yu Lee, and Tse-min Lin). Zaiwan Journal of
Democracy: An International Journal of Politics, Vol. 9, No. 1, 2013, 47-71.

4. “Information and Ideological Structure in Spatial Voting.” Taiwan Journal of Democracy,
Vol. 7, No. 1, 2011, 1-24.
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In addition to introducing models of rational human behavior, this course also aims at training
students the skills of analyzing and writing about such behavior. The analytic component is
designed to equip students with skills that are necessary for understanding the types of
mathematical/logical arguments they will regularly encounter in their adult and professional
life. The writing component is designed to give students experience with writing. In this
course, students can expect to write regularly during the semester, complete substantial
writing projects, and receive feedback from the instructor. Students will also have the

opportunity to revise one or more assignments and to discuss their peers' work.
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